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Abstract:  Positive psychology interventions have tended to be intentional cognitive and / or 
behavioural activities, specifically designed by researchers to increase happiness and wellbeing. 
In everyday life, however, people naturally undertake activities to increase their happiness and 
wellbeing. In this study, we examine and compare gifting and eating as two types of everyday 
activity that influence Positive Affect and so also happiness and wellbeing. Two hundred 
participants were allocated to four groups to examine the impact of gifting and eating, both 
individually and combined, relative to a control group, on happiness and wellbeing. Results show 
that giving a desirable food (ice cream) to another person as a gift increases Positive Affect but not 
discrete positive emotions, whereas both eating and giving an ice cream as a gift increase both 
Positive Affect and discrete positive emotions. The discussion focuses on the role of everyday 
activities in enhancing Positive Affect with the accumulative potential to increase everyday 
happiness. 
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1. Introduction 
People want to be happy, and a major focus of positive psychology research in the last decade 
has been on developing interventions that are designed to help people become happier. As a 
result, the happiness debate has moved on from the view that happiness is fleeting and 
ephemeral, and in any event, subject to the hedonic treadmill (Brickman & Campbell, 1971, but 
see also Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006). Now, the evidence is starting to build that happiness can 
be increased sustainably (e.g., Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006), and at the same time we are 
understanding more about what kinds of positive psychology interventions work for different 
people and in different circumstances (Layous & Lyubomirsky, in press).  
The positive psychology literature continues to show the focus of researchers on developing 
simple activities designed to increase individual happiness and wellbeing. There is now a 
substantial research base empirically demonstrating the wellbeing benefits to be derived from 
completing intentional cognitive and behavioural activities that include, amongst others, 
counting one’s blessings (Emmons & McCullough, 2003), undertaking a loving-kindness 
meditation (Cohn & Fredrickson, 2010), and performing acts of kindness (Layous, Nelson, 
Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, & Lyubomirsky, 2012).  
In a meta-analysis of positive psychology interventions, Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) found 
a significant correlation with wellbeing (mean r = .29) and also an alleviation of depression (mean 
r = .31). As such, there is correlational evidence that positive psychology interventions work. 
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It is interesting to note that across each of these studies the activities investigated have 
typically been developed by researchers as potential mechanisms for increasing happiness and 
wellbeing, and then tested as such. This is a laudable goal that is very much in keeping with the 
espoused aims of positive psychology, one of which is to increase human happiness (Seligman 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  
Stepping back, however, to take a broader perspective, one can also see that human beings 
have been focused on doing things to increase their happiness for a long time, and have their 
own naturalistic understanding of what it takes to do so (McMahan & Estes, 2011), 
notwithstanding that there is also evidence of the problems that humans have with affective 
forecasting and predicting what is likely to make them happy (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 2005).  
In one of the few studies to date to take a naturalistic approach to enhancing happiness, 
Parks, Della Porta, Pierce, Zilca, and Lyubomirsky (2012) found that, on average, people 
performed their happiness activities several times a week for at least an hour each time. Clearly, 
then, happiness is a concept which people are minded to pursue, whether intentionally, 
following the positive psychology interventions developed by researchers with the specific 
intention of increasing happiness, or more naturalistically, through everyday activities that 
people believe, either generally or idiosyncratically, will increase their happiness. 
As such, the focus of our current research was to explore the impact of what might be termed 
everyday activities on happiness. By everyday activities, we mean activities that are typical, 
naturalistic and usual for everyday life – and we use the term ‘everyday’ in a general, rather than 
specific, sense. That is, we use everyday to refer to something that is a normal, natural and typical 
exemplar, rather than something that happens with the frequency of occurring on every single 
day of every week.  
Furthermore, we focus on the contribution of positive emotions to wellbeing, inspired by 
Fredrickson and Levenson’s (1998) seminal broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions as 
well as the Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) positive-activity model. The broaden-and-build 
theory suggests that positive emotions broaden awareness and encourage novel, varied, and 
exploratory thoughts and actions. Over time, this broadened behavioural repertoire builds skills 
and resources. The positive-activity model further proposes that features of positive activities 
(e.g. dose and variety), of the person (e.g. motivation and effort) and the person-activity fit 
influence the effect of positive activities on wellbeing. The role of positive emotions is now being 
recognized in a range of areas, e.g. resilience (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003), 
reducing own-face bias in cross-race facial recognition (Johnson & Fredrickson, 2005) and 
helping to build sustainable positive resources in relationships (e.g., Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, 
Pek, & Finkel, 2008; Waugh & Fredrickson, 2006). Boosting the frequency of experienced positive 
emotion in everyday life therefore appears a worthwhile enterprise to improve wellbeing 
(Henderson & Knight, 2012). 
Whilst there are many interrelated constructs in the happiness literature, here we refer to 
Positive Affect as a momentary feeling of positivity (measured by summing a range of positive 
emotions captured by PANAS); discrete positive emotions as single measures of a specific but 
still temporary emotional experience; emotional intensity as a measure of the experience 
strength, mood as an enduring feeling and subjective wellbeing as a combination of affect 
(positive and negative) combined with an evaluation of Satisfaction with Life (Linley, Maltby, 
Wood, Osbourne, & Hurling, 2009). In our study we focus on the short-term and momentary 
development of Positive Affect, as well as discrete positive emotions, on the basis that, in line 
with endowment and broaden and build theories (Cheng, 2004; Fredrickson et al., 2003), these 
accumulate over time with a protective effect on a person’s wellbeing.  
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We chose to focus on the impact of eating a desirable food and/or gifting a desirable food to 
another person, as two prototypical activities that may be legitimately considered to increase 
Positive Affect (Linley et al., 2013). We do not consider that these activities will necessarily be 
significantly more effective at increasing Positive Affect than other categories of activity, but 
nonetheless, they may be considered as prototypical exemplars of everyday behaviour more than 
typical positive psychology interventions, as we explore next the specific rationales for our 
selection and inclusion of each of these activities.  
 
1.1 Gifting as a naturalistic source of Positive Affect 
A series of studies has demonstrated that people experience greater Positive Affect from 
spending money on others than from spending money on themselves (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 
2008). In a demonstration of what they consider may be evidence for a psychological universal, 
Aknin et al. (2013) showed that people around the world derive psychological benefits, including 
increased Positive Affect, from using their resources to help others. 
Furthermore, research has shown that ‘giving’ in the non-material sense, such as giving one’s 
time, help, and social support to others, leads to significant personal gains in happiness and 
wellbeing (Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008) and indeed health (Post, 2005). Kogan et al. (2010) 
showed that making a sacrifice for one’s romantic partner was associated with higher levels of 
positive emotion. Layous et al. (2012) showed that performing acts of kindness towards others 
led to increased wellbeing and also increased quality of peer relationships, while Weinstein and 
Ryan (2010) showed that when people volitionally help others, they experience enhanced 
wellbeing. Alden and Trew (2013) showed that these effects held even for socially anxious 
people, such that Positive Affect was increased in people with social anxiety when they 
undertook kind acts towards other people. 
Discussing the mechanisms through which acts of kindness, which would include giving a 
gift to others, may increase Positive Affect, Lyubomirsky, Sheldon and Schkade (2005) identified 
a number of potential mechanisms. First, they suggested that acts of giving might foster a more 
charitable perception of others and one’s community, a greater sense of connectedness and co-
operation, and thus an enhanced appreciation of what is positive in one’s life. Second, they 
suggested that people who engage in acts of kindness may start to consider themselves as being 
more altruistic, as well as feeling more confident, in control, and optimistic about their ability 
and capacity to help others. Third, giving things to others can also lead to greater liking by others, 
together with their appreciation and gratitude, and the potential that the kindness will be 
reciprocated. Finally, Lyubomirsky et al. noted that most fundamentally, kind behaviours might 
satisfy a fundamental human need for relatedness and feeling connected to others. For all these 
reasons, we hypothesized that the act of giving the gift of an ice cream would lead to increased 
Positive Affect. 
 
1.2 Eating desirable foods as a naturalistic source of Positive Affect 
Eating provides an everyday source of happiness for most people (Macht, Meininger & Roth, 
2005; Wrzesniewski, Rozin, & Bennett, 2003). Indeed, in free report, people will readily identify 
eating as an activity that gives them pleasure (Berenbaum, 2002), and studies of wellbeing using 
the day reconstruction method have shown that eating is often cited as one of the more 
pleasurable activities people undertake (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz & Stone, 2004). 
The literature on taste as one of the sensory sources of pleasure (Rozin, 1999; Veldhuizen, 
Rudenga & Small, 2010) also suggests happiness may be derived from the taste of specific foods. 
In early experimental studies of emotion induction, food was used as a method for increasing 
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Positive Affect, most notably by Isen and Levin (1972), who gave individuals cookies as a means 
of inducing Positive Affect (although it is also possible that receiving the cookie enhanced 
Positive Affect, as we explore further in the Discussion).  
People naturally employ everyday strategies to improve their emotions such as the 
consumption of specific ‘mood foods’ that are usually highly desirable. Ice cream is frequently 
used by popular media as an example of a mood food, but only a few studies have investigated 
scientifically the effects of ice cream on mood. For example, Linley et al. (2013) demonstrated that 
eating ice cream while thinking of things for which one was grateful led to increases in Positive 
Affect (Study 1), and subsequently that thinking of things for which one was grateful and eating 
ice cream, whether doing both together or separately, led to increases in Positive Affect (Study 
2).  
Walla, Richter, Farber, Leodolter and Bauer (2010) compared the effects of eating ice cream 
with those of eating yoghurt and of eating chocolate. Modulation of the startle response (a 
sudden involuntary movement in response to an intense and unexpected stimulus) was used as 
a measure of appetitive motivational state, which is defined as a behaviour that is directed 
toward goals that are usually associated with positive hedonic processes. Particularly in males, 
the amplitude of the startle response was lower after consumption of ice cream as compared to 
after consumption of yoghurt or chocolate, indicating that ice cream consumption enhanced the 
appetitive motivational state. 
Another line of evidence stems from an fMRI study by Burger and Stice (2012). Ice cream 
consumption activated the oral somatosensory brain areas reflecting perception of taste, 
temperature, and texture more when compared to consumption of a tasteless solution. Eating ice 
cream also activated brain areas related to reward and motivation, and the magnitude of this 
activation was positively associated with lower habitual ice cream consumption. This indicates 
that ice cream is a pleasurable experience when consumed in moderation, although this may 
vary according to cultural perspectives on food as a source of pleasure. For example, Rozin, 
Fischler, Imada, Sarubin, and Wrzesniewski (1999) found that Americans tend to associate food 
most with health and least with pleasure, whereas the French in contrast tend to associate food 
least with health and most with pleasure. However, although perhaps obvious from a consumer 
point of view, there is no research on whether people actually consciously experience how ice 
cream makes them happy. Therefore we set out to investigate the effect of eating on wellbeing, 
and selected ice cream as an example of a desirable food, given its prevalence in popular culture 
as a ‘mood food’.  
 
1.3 Combining eating a desirable food with gifting a desirable food 
Taken together, the studies outlined above, drawn together from different areas of the research 
literature, show that first, eating (particularly treats) is a fundamental and natural source of 
positive emotion for people, and, second, giving support to others, whether through acts of 
kindness, making sacrifices, or prosocial spending, leads to increased wellbeing of the giver. 
Developing this focus into the realm of everyday life, we were interested in how these two routes 
to Positive Affect may relate and interact.  
We chose to focus specifically on the potential interaction between eating and gifting an ice 
cream because ice cream is specifically recognized as a desirable ‘mood food’ in many cultures 
(both individualistic and collectivist) and because it is a common experience to buy an ice cream 
for another person and share that ice cream experience with them (more so than most other types 
of food). By examining the role of eating and gifting ice cream as two potential routes to everyday 
Positive Affect, we sought to explore how everyday activities would fare in their facilitation and 
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promotion of wellbeing, relative to the existing literature on more experimentally-developed, 
non-naturalistic positive psychology interventions. 
 
1.4 Happiness, Positive Affect or discrete positive emotions? 
Positive psychology interventions have been generically focused on increasing “happiness”, 
however defined. “Happiness” as a construct may have been assessed directly using measures 
such as the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), or indeed used as a 
general catch-all term for the positive outcome variables of interest. Within the Sin and 
Lyubomirsky (2009) meta-analysis, Positive Affect was the most consistently assessed variable, 
suggesting that many researchers have chosen to focus on this as their outcome measure of 
choice, quite possibly because it has a much longer and wider heritage as a predictor, in turn, of 
other valued outcomes (e.g., Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005; Pressman & Cohen, 2005).  
The focus on Positive Affect may also be because it is considered an exemplar element of a 
broader construct of subjective wellbeing that is often calculated by standardising Positive 
Affect, Negative Affect and life satisfaction, and then subtracting Negative Affect from the sum 
of Positive Affect and life satisfaction to create a composite subjective wellbeing variable (e.g., 
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).  
Where Positive Affect has been the target variable of choice for researchers examining 
positive psychology interventions, it has typically been the Positive and Negative Affect Scales 
(PANAS, Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) which have been used. The PANAS measures 10 
positive emotions and 10 negative emotions, which are summed to provide scores for Positive 
and Negative Affect respectively. 
However, in Kuppens, Tuerlinckx, Russell, and Barrett’s (2012) review they concluded there 
is no consistent evidence for a straightforward relationship between the valence (degree of 
positivity or negativity) and arousal (degree of experience intensity) of an emotion; it varies 
between individuals and contexts. Kuppens et al.’s central argument might simply be 
summarised as “not all emotions are created equal”, which in turn led us to question whether 
simply summing 10 positive emotions, as is standard practice for the PANAS, would necessarily 
be the most insightful measurement approach.  
There is also emerging interest in the question of whether all positive emotions are the same, 
or indeed, whether positive emotions may vary in their antecedents, correlates, sensitivities and 
effects. For example, tackling the question of divergent properties of discrete positive emotions 
directly, and showing that their differential effects resulted from differing social properties, 
rather than shared general Positive Affectivity, Strohminger, Lewis and Meyer (2011) 
demonstrated that mirth (feeling of gladness and merriment, especially when expressed by 
laughter) and elevation (feeling of warmth and expansion when observing another person 
behaving well), as two distinct positive emotions, led to distinct and differentiated moral 
judgments. 
Examining the impact of the characteristics of leaders on organisational climate, Michie 
(2009) showed how the pride of leaders led to greater prosocial behaviour by those leaders 
through greater social justice and altruism, with this effect mediated by gratitude on social justice 
only, thereby differentiating pride and gratitude in this context. Further, Williams and De Steno 
(2008) differentiated pride from self-efficacy and general Positive Affect, proposing that pride 
served as a motivational incentive to persevere with a task despite the initial costs incurred.  
As this small, but important, research stream is beginning to show, not all positive emotions 
are created equal. Unfortunately, this focus on more omnibus measures of wellbeing has limited 
the conclusions that can be drawn about the impacts of emotion and the emotional impacts of 
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different interventions. For example, in a systematic review of 687 studies of the elicitation of 
discrete emotions, Lench, Flores and Bench (2011) had to limit their meta-analysis to the major 
emotion categories of happiness, sadness, anger and anxiety. They noted, “A review of potential 
discrete positive emotions was not possible because few studies included more than one of these 
emotions” (p. 838).  
Hence, while we know a lot about broad emotion categories, much less is known about the 
role of specific and discrete emotions and how they may be impacted by positive psychology 
interventions or our everyday happiness activities. Even so, the evidence is starting to build that 
different positive emotions may function in different ways.  
As such, a further focus of our study was to investigate the role of specific and discrete 
positive emotions more fully, while also allowing for comparison with previous literature by 
including a more traditional measure of Positive Affect, in the form of the PANAS scales. We 
included additional measures of 15 discrete positive emotions which had been developed from 
consideration of a wider set of positive emotional terms that are not included in the PANAS, but 
which are nonetheless relevant to the literature on positive emotions (e.g., Fredrickson et al., 
2008). Our intent in including these additional positive emotions was to explore any potential 
impact on positive emotions that extend beyond those typically measured by the PANAS, as well 
as to explore these positive emotions at both the discrete and the combined level as appropriate.  
We did not opt to explore the PANAS items at the individual level, given that the PANAS is 
a well-established and widely used measure of Positive Affect, and to conduct analyses at the 
individual item level would be to disregard the extensive reliability and validity evidence that 
has been established for the PANAS as a whole, and which is fundamental to its use by 
researchers.  
To provide further comparison with our state measures of emotion, we also included 
measures of state vitality and life satisfaction. While life satisfaction is more of a trait than a state 
variable, there is also evidence to suggest that it can be improved in the short term (Pavot & 
Diener, 1993), and we were interested to explore whether this was the case with the very short 
interventions we were testing here. 
Hence, in summary, this study was designed to explore the independent and combined 
effects of eating and/or gifting a desirable food (ice cream), as everyday activities, on general 
Positive Affect as well as more specific and discrete positive emotions. 
We did not make specific predictions for the differential influence of these activities on 
general Positive Affect or discrete positive emotions, given the early stage of research in this area. 
Our focus here was exploratory, and on this basis we considered the measures of discrete positive 
emotions both at the item level and also as a composite score, when analysis indicated that it was 
appropriate to do so.  
In relation to gifting and eating, we developed the following hypotheses: 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on existing research, it was hypothesized that giving an ice cream as a 
gift to another person would increase general Positive Affect and the discrete positive 
emotions of the gift giver; 
Hypothesis 2: Based on existing research, it was hypothesized that eating an ice cream would 
increase general Positive Affect and the discrete positive emotions of the ice cream eater; 
Hypothesis 3: It was also hypothesized that eating ice cream and giving an ice cream as a gift 
to another person together would increase general Positive Affect and the discrete positive 
emotions of the gift giver. We were interested to establish if there was any additive or 
cumulative effect of these two activities combined. 
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Our focus in this study was the emotional change in the main study participant, either eating 
and/or gifting an ice cream, not in the non-study person who received an ice cream as a gift. 
 
2. Methodology 
2.1 Participants 
The participants were 200 undergraduate students, 116 female and 84 male, recruited via a major 
UK University. The mean age of participants was 19.84 years (SD = 3.18 years, range = 16 - 47). 
Participants were typically from a White ethnic background (69.5%). Participants were randomly 
allocated to one of four experimental conditions, which are described in detail in the procedure. 
 
2.2 Measures 
Positive and Negative Affect were assessed using the PANAS (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988), a 
20-item measure scored in relation to the experience of 10 positive and 10 negative emotions at 
the present moment, using a 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely) scale. Internal 
consistency reliability for Positive Affect was α = 0.85-0.93 at Time 1 and α = 0.78-0.89 at Time 2, 
and for Negative Affect was α = 0.88-0.91 at Time 1 and α = 0.86-0.92 at Time 2 (range across the 
four experimental groups). 
Positive Emotional Intensity of Discrete Emotions was assessed using 15 items relating to discrete 
positive emotion, which required participants to rate the intensity of those specific positive 
emotions as experienced at the present moment, using a 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 
(extremely) scale. These positive emotions were: joyful, optimistic, satisfied, curious, happy, 
resilient, grateful, interested, content, loving, amused, awed, compassionate, hopeful, and proud. 
Internal consistency reliability for these 15 discrete positive emotions when combined as an 
omnibus measure was α = 0.85-0.90 at Time 1 and α = 0.84-0.88 at Time 2 (range across the four 
experimental groups), demonstrating that combining the items together as an omnibus measure 
of positive emotion was statistically coherent for the purposes of the study. However, as noted 
above, our interest and focus was also at the level of each discrete individual positive emotion.  
Satisfaction with Life was assessed using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS, Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), a five-item measure, scored using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree) scale. Internal consistency reliability was α = 0.86-0.89 at Time 1 and α = 0.87-
0.91 at Time 2 (range across four experimental groups). 
Vitality was assessed using the state-level version of the Subjective Vitality Scale (Ryan & 
Frederick, 1997), a seven-item measure requiring participants to indicate how they feel right now 
in relation to given statements, scored using a 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true) scale. Internal 
consistency reliability was α = 0.92-0.93 at Time 1 and α = 0.89-0.92 at Time 2 (range across four 
experimental groups). 
Whilst ideally these measures would have been balanced for order of presentation this was not 
pragmatically possible in this study and so our results may have been influenced by order effects.  
 
2.3 Design 
The study design was a randomized, between-subjects 2 (eating / not eating ice cream) X 2 
(gifting / no gifting) design. This led to four intervention groups; Gifting only (participants gifted 
an ice cream to another person who was not participating in the study, but did not consume an 
ice cream themselves), Eating only (participants consumed an ice cream only, and did not gift an 
ice cream to another person), Eating and Gifting (participants consumed an ice cream as well as 
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gifting an ice cream to another person (typically a friend) who was not participating in the study) 
and Control (a neutral writing activity, where participants did not either eat or gift an ice cream).  
All groups completed the study measures (Time 1) before completing their given intervention 
within two hours on the same day. Immediately after the intervention, all groups completed the 
same study measures for a second time on the same day (Time 2).  
 
2.4 Procedure 
First, all participants completed the Positive Emotional Intensity items, Subjective Vitality Scale, 
PANAS, and the SWLS (Time 1). The measures were presented in this specific order, so as to 
assess first the emotion measures, which were state-specific. 
Second, all participants completed the intervention as relevant for their group as indicated 
below: 
Gifting only: Participants gave an ice cream as a gift to another person, who was 
not participating in the study, and stayed with the other person while that person 
ate the ice cream. The participant did not themselves eat an ice cream. 
Eating only: Participants ate an ice cream by themselves. They did not have any 
specified interaction with other people while eating this ice cream. 
Eating and Gifting: Participants gave an ice cream as a gift, and ate an ice cream 
themselves. They stayed with the other person while both of them ate their ice 
creams, i.e. they ate the ice creams together. 
Control: Participants wrote 100 words describing the layout of their bedroom as a 
neutral writing activity (adapted from Watkins, Woodward, Stone, & Kolts, 2003). 
Watkins et al. asked participants to write about their living room, but for the 
current study, this was adapted to bedroom, as not all participants (students 
potentially living in student campus accommodation) would have had their own 
living room. 
Third and finally, all participants completed the Positive Emotional Intensity items, Subjective 
Vitality Scale, PANAS, and the SWLS (Time 2). Again, the measures were presented in this 
specific order, so as to assess first the emotion measures, which were state-specific. The 
intervention was completed in one sitting and participants were paid £20 in return for their 
participation. 
 
3. Data analyses 
Descriptive statistics, including Cronbach’s alphas of all the study measures for the two time 
points were calculated. Inter-correlations between all study measures for the two time points are 
shown in Table 1 below. 
In order to ascertain whether the random assignment of participants to intervention groups 
was successful, such that all groups start out equal on the study measures, the baseline data were 
analyzed using multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA).  
In order to examine the impact of gifting and eating on happiness and wellbeing (hypotheses 
1-3), the data were analyzed using two-way Analyses of Covariance (ANCOVA). The use of 
ANCOVA models allowed comparisons across time points following the intervention, while 
controlling for pre-intervention levels of the variable. 
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Table 1: Inter-correlations between study measures (N = 200) 
Note: *Correlation is significant at the p < .05 level. ** Correlation is significant at the p < .01 level. T1 = Time 1. T2 = 
Time 2. 
 
4. Results 
4.1 Differences in Time 1 study measures 
The Time 1 Positive Emotional Intensity, Positive Affect, Negative Affect, Satisfaction with Life 
and Vitality data were analyzed using a MANOVA with intervention group as a Fixed Factor 
and the Time 1 study measures as Dependent Variables. Using the Wilks Lambda statistic, there 
were no significant differences between the intervention groups (F (15, 530) = 0.92; p = .54, partial 
η² = .023) across the Time 1 study measures. 
 
4.2 Impact of eating and gifting on Positive Emotional Intensity  
The Time 2 Positive Emotional Intensity data were analyzed using a two-way ANCOVA with 
eating (eating / no eating) and gifting (gift / no gift) as Between Subjects Factors and the Time 1 
Positive Emotional Intensity data as a Covariate.  
A significant main effect of eating was observed (F (1, 195) = 7.28, p < .01, η² = .036). The 
estimated marginal means for eating are displayed in Table 2 below. The means indicate that 
Positive Emotional Intensity is higher for eating conditions compared to non-eating conditions. 
Pairwise comparisons, using the Bonferroni correction, confirmed this difference was significant 
(p < .01).   
The main effect of gifting was not significant (F (1, 195) = 0.22, p = .64, η² = .001) indicating 
that giving an ice cream did not impact Positive Emotional Intensity. The interaction between 
eating and gifting was also non-significant (F (1, 195) = 0.002, p = .96, η² = .000). 
 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Positive Emotional 
Intensity T1 
1         
2. Positive Emotional 
Intensity T2 
-.861** 1        
3. Vitality T1 -.612** -.573** 1       
4. Vitality T2 -.607** -.638** -.864** 1      
5. Positive Affect T1 -.696** -.655** -.628** -.621** 1     
6. Positive Affect T2 -.624** -.692** -.560** -.629** -.798** 1    
7. Negative Affect T1 -.464** -.395** -.277** -.266** -.145** -.186** 1   
8. Negative Affect T2 -.480** -.437** -.296** -.299** -.179** -.217** -.889** 1  
9. SWLS T1 -.641** -.587** -.421** -.411** -.493** -.447** -.365** -.365** 1 
10. SWLS T2 -.568** -.567** -.379** -.385** -.419** -.445** -.350** -.359** .884** 
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Table 2: Estimated marginal means for significant main effects 
Study Measure Condition Estimated Marginal Mean 
Positive Emotional Intensity Eating 53.44 
 No eating 51.85 
   
Resilient Intensity Eating 03.16 
 No eating 02.91 
   
Grateful Intensity Eating 04.09 
 No eating 03.67 
 Gifting 04.00 
 No gifting 03.76 
   
Content Intensity Eating 04.04 
 No eating 03.80 
   
Positive Affect Eating 32.69 
 No eating 31.01 
 Gifting 32.47 
 No gifting 31.23 
 
In order to explore these results further, we were interested in whether the increase in overall 
Positive Emotional Intensity in the eating conditions was driven by any specific positive 
emotions in particular.  
To explore this, the 15 Time 2 Positive Emotional Intensity items were analyzed using a 2-
way MANCOVA, in order to control for multiple tests, with eating (eating / no eating) and gifting 
(gift / no gift) as Between Subjects Factors and the 15 Time 1 Positive Emotional Intensity items 
as Covariates. 
Using the Wilks Lambda statistic, there was a significant effect of eating on the Positive 
Emotional Intensity items (F (15, 167) = 2.44; p < .01, partial η² = .180). Follow up one-way 
ANOVAs indicated significant effects for the positive emotional intensity of feeling Grateful (F 
(1, 181) = 16.89; p < .001, partial η² = .085), Resilient (F (1, 181) = 5.48; p < .05, partial η² = .029) and 
Content (F (1, 181) = 7.54; p < .01, partial η² = .040). The estimated marginal means for eating across 
the emotions of Grateful, Resilient and Content are displayed in Table 2 above. The means 
indicate that the positive emotional intensity of feeling Grateful, Resilient and Content is higher 
for eating conditions compared to non-eating conditions. Pairwise comparisons, using the 
Bonferroni correction, confirmed this difference was significant for Grateful (p < .001), Content 
(p < .01) and Resilient (p < .05).  
Using the Wilks Lambda statistic, there was no significant effect of gifting on the Positive 
Emotional Intensity items (F (15, 167) = 1.36; p = .172, partial η² = .109). 
Using the Wilks Lambda statistic, there was no significant interaction between eating and 
gifting for the Positive Emotional Intensity items (F (15, 167) = 1.44; p = .134, partial η² = .115). 
 
4.3 Impact of eating and gifting on Positive Affect 
The Time 2 Positive Affect data were analyzed using a two-way ANCOVA with eating (eating / 
no eating) and gifting (gift / no gift) as Between Subjects Factors and the Time 1 Positive Affect 
data as a Covariate.  
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A significant main effect of eating was observed (F (1, 195) = 8.51, p < .01, partial η² = .042). 
The estimated marginal means for eating are displayed in Table 2 above. The means indicate that 
Positive Affect is higher for eating conditions compared to non-eating conditions. Pairwise 
comparisons, using the Bonferroni correction, confirmed this difference was significant (p < .01).   
A significant main effect of gifting was observed (F (1, 195) = 4.57, p < .05, partial η² = .023). 
The estimated marginal means for gifting are displayed in Table 2 above. The means indicate 
that Positive Affect is higher for gifting conditions compared to non-gifting conditions. Pairwise 
comparisons, using the Bonferroni correction, confirmed this difference was significant (p < .05). 
The interaction between gifting and eating was also significant (F (1, 195) = 9.84, p < .01, partial 
η² = .048). The estimated marginal means for the interaction are displayed in Table 3 below, where 
it is shown that eating and gifting, both alone and together, have a positive impact on levels of 
Positive Affect.  
 
Table 3: Estimated marginal means for significant interaction effects 
Study Measure Eating Gifting Estimated Marginal Mean 
Positive Affect Eating Gifting 32.40 
  No gifting 32.99 
 No eating Gifting 32.53 
  No gifting 29.48 
 
This interaction effect is shown graphically in Figure 1 below. This interaction effect suggests 
that if you give an ice cream, Positive Affect is stable regardless of whether you eat ice cream or 
not. However, if you don’t give an ice cream, it is only eating ice cream that achieves a higher 
level of Positive Affect, relative to the control group.  
 
Figure 1: Interaction effect for eating and gifting on positive affect 
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4.4 Impact of eating and gifting on Negative Affect, Satisfaction with Life and Vitality 
All main effects and interactions were non-significant for each of Negative Affect, Satisfaction 
with Life and Vitality. 
 
5. Discussion 
This study aimed to explore the effect of eating or gifting an ice cream on general Positive Affect, 
discrete positive emotions and wellbeing. The study used a number of measures to do this, which 
reveal interesting results. First, gifting an ice cream to another person was found to increase 
Positive Affect only. This finding lends partial support for hypothesis 1; that giving an ice cream 
as a gift is effective in increasing general Positive Affect and discrete positive emotions and also 
converges with previous research in the gifting behaviour literature (e.g. Steger, Kashdan, & 
Oishi, 2008). It is interesting to note that the time 1 positive emotional intensity levels for the 
gifting group was equivalent to the time 2 positive emotional intensity level achieved by the 
other two experimental conditions. Given the random allocation to groups, this is a statistical 
anomaly, but may provide one reason why we did not see a significant effect of giving an ice 
cream on positive emotional intensity: because participants in this group were already 
experiencing the same level of positive emotional intensity that other experimental participants 
reached following their intervention.  
Second, eating an ice cream was found to increase positive emotional intensity and Positive 
Affect. These findings lend support for hypothesis 2 that eating ice cream alone is effective in 
increasing general Positive Affect and discrete positive emotions and are in line with previous 
research findings (e.g., Isen & Levin, 1972; Linley et al., 2013). It is notable that there was a 
difference in Positive Affect scores of 3.5 points (equivalent to a Positive Affect score greater by 
11.9%) between people who consumed an ice cream and people who neither consumed an ice 
cream nor gifted an ice cream to someone else. Given that this was a simple everyday event, 
which occurred within a short timeframe (e.g., 10-15 minutes), this difference in levels of Positive 
Affect could be considered clinically significant. In practical terms, this may suggest that there 
was a real-life impact on participants from their eating of the ice cream, and the reported 
increases in Positive Affect that followed. Of course, we do not know whether this was simply a 
Positive Affect spike, or whether this increase will have been in any way maintained, a topic to 
which we return below. 
Third, eating ice cream and giving an ice cream together were also found to increase positive 
emotional intensity and Positive Affect. This offers partial support for hypothesis 3 that the 
simultaneous act of eating and gifting would lead to a “double benefit” in increasing general 
Positive Affect and discrete positive emotions. However, we did not find evidence for any 
additive or cumulative effect: that this double activity would lead to double benefit and so higher 
wellbeing scores than either giving an ice cream or eating ice cream alone.  
Taken together, these results suggest that the activities of eating ice cream and giving an ice 
cream, both independently and together, are effective everyday behavioural strategies for at least 
temporarily increasing the level of positive emotion people experience. This adds to the literature 
on developing and testing specific interventions for increasing happiness by including 
alternative strategies less explored by previous research, namely eating and gifting. Notably, 
these activities are much more everyday activities than have typically been reported in the 
positive psychology literature to date, suggesting that there may be different everyday activities 
that provide routes to happiness that have yet to be sufficiently explored. 
Given the emerging focus on discrete positive emotions (e.g., Lench et al., 2011), rather than 
broader omnibus measures of positive emotion, we also examined the question of whether 
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specific, discrete positive emotions were driving the overall significance of the positive emotion 
effects of eating. Analyses of the discrete positive emotions revealed that the positive emotional 
intensity of feeling grateful, content and resilient were all significantly higher in the eating 
conditions.  
From this evidence, it is possible that interventions that continually raise people’s awareness 
of the positive emotions associated with everyday activities might lead to longer-term increases 
in wellbeing. Note that we are not suggesting people should focus on one particular type of 
naturalistic activity, such as eating ice cream, but instead that this evidence encourages us to 
consider the multiple sources of Positive Affect already generated in our everyday life from a 
wide range of behaviours. Further research examining the duration of the positive changes to 
momentary positive emotional intensity and Positive Affect would provide greater clarity on this 
possibility. It is also understood that longer-term happiness is built up over time from repeated 
frequency of Positive Affective experiences (Diener, Sandvik, & Pavot, 1991), of which gifting 
and eating ice cream are examples. As such, while these activities lead only to momentary 
impact, they may also, when repeated over time, lead to longer-term increases in sustainable 
happiness. Indeed, there are many other sources of everyday positive emotions to accumulate 
positive experiences over time, including, for example, admiring the beauty of nature, 
appreciating small acts of kindness, and enjoying the warm glow of friendship. All of these 
everyday activities lend themselves as candidates for future research into more everyday general 
Positive Affect and discrete positive emotions and their accumulative impact on happiness. 
There are also other potential interpretations of these findings which cannot be ruled out 
from the current evidence, and so lend themselves to future research directions. First, it is 
possible that the active mechanism that led to positive emotion increases from eating an ice cream 
was not the actual act of eating the ice cream, but rather the experience of receiving the gift of an 
ice cream (the same alternative interpretation that we noted above could be applied to Isen and 
Levin’s (1972) study).  
Second, the gifting conditions could also be confounded with social contact, in that the 
experience of being with another person as they ate their ice cream could have impacted on the 
positive emotions of the participant, rather than purely the act of giving the gift of the ice cream 
itself. This seems plausible given the mechanisms for how acts of kindness can increase positive 
emotions that were discussed by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005).  
Third, each of the eating and gifting conditions involved having access to resources (i.e., an 
ice cream) that the participants did not have to acquire themselves. As such, the act of ‘spending 
someone else’s money’ could have been the active mechanism.  
Fourth, whilst we found an increase in resilience, monitored as a short-term emotional 
experience, this may have been a projection of the participants’ boost in positive feeling, rather 
than the basis for longer term resilient self-reflection as proposed by the Broaden and Build 
Model. Further research is needed over several weeks, using cognitive measures of resilience, to 
confirm this as a beneficial effect.  
Fifth, clearly our results are based on responses from the UK participants recruited for this 
study and may not be representative of other populations. 
Sixth, desirable foods contain nutrients that are likely to have a direct physiological and 
perhaps also indirect psychological impact (Drewnowski, 1997; Leigh Gibson, & Green, 2002; 
Van Oudenhove et al., 2011). Whilst this nutrient-based physiological mechanism was clearly not 
contributing to the impact of gifting it may have played a role during the eating condition.     
All of these considerations lend themselves to interesting directions for future research. 
Nonetheless, these findings suggest an extension to existing knowledge by highlighting the role 
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of more everyday activities and the role these activities may play in promoting happiness. Typical 
positive psychology studies to date have not focused on natural, everyday behaviours, but 
instead are established by researchers as changes in people’s daily behaviour (e.g., random acts 
of kindness, writing a gratitude letter, recording a gratitude diary, visualising your best possible 
self).  
In contrast, the focus of the current study was on everyday activities, in this case, eating a 
desirable food (e.g. ice cream) and giving a desirable food to another person. This study indicated 
that these everyday activities had demonstrable effects on positive emotions and Positive Affect, 
perhaps indicating more natural, everyday mechanisms through which we may engage with 
promoting and building everyday happiness. As a result, the study opens up new avenues of 
exploration into the role that everyday activities and behaviours may have on momentary 
positive emotion and how these everyday activities can be re-framed as activities for the 
promotion of happiness over the longer term. For example, in addition to the eating and gifting 
of desirable foods, other everyday activities to explore include taking a break from work, the 
comfort and security provided by a building in bad weather, the creative act of preparing food, 
the sense of belonging from being part of a work group and the physical activity involved in a 
daily commute. This indicates an interesting and worthwhile new line of inquiry for positive 
psychology interventions research that focuses on the naturalistic activities that people may 
already be undertaking, on an everyday basis, to manage their own moods and increase their 
positive emotions.  
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